Epidemiology of analgesic overdose in England and Wales.
The number of deaths from acute poisoning in England and Wales has remained constant at approximately 4000 per annum for the last 10 years despite major changes in the agents responsible. Deaths due to carbon monoxide and barbiturate and non-barbiturate hypnotics have fallen, while those due to psychotropic and analgesic drugs have risen. The number of hospital admissions in England and Wales due to analgesics taken in overdose has risen from 15 940 in 1968 to 24 930 in 1980, with aspirin and paracetamol being the preparations most commonly ingested. Currently, the mortality from salicylate intoxication is falling while that due to paracetamol is rising. In 1980, the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys recorded 790 deaths from analgesic poisoning, of which 181 were due to salicylates and 152 to paracetamol alone. A further 269 deaths were attributed to paracetamol and dextropropoxyphene, and an additional 132 deaths were thought to be due to paracetamol in combination with other drugs. An important factor in the changing mortality from salicylate and paracetamol poisoning is the trend observed in the sales and usage of these agents. Since 1979, the number of analgesic tablets containing aspirin sold in the UK (except Northern Ireland), excluding hospital use, has fallen by 326 X 10(6), while sales of those containing paracetamol have increased by 395 X 10(6) tablets.